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Book reviews

Z. Pitz, Le Bestiaire sacrificiel dans les normes rituelles 
grecques (Kernos Supplément 43), Liège: Presses univer-
sitaires de Liège 2024. 322 pp. ISBN: 978-2-87562-414-7.
https://doi.org/10.30549/opathrom-18-11

Despite the substantial number of scholarly works published 
annually on ancient Greek sacrifice, numerous aspects of the 
topic remain largely unexplored and open to fruitful investiga-
tion. Among these is the focus of Zoé Pitz’s book, based on her 
Ph.D. dissertation defended in 2019 at the University of Liège, 
which deals with the associations between sacrificial animals 
and divinities in Greek ritual norms (formerly known as “sacred 
laws”), an “angle mort des recherches sur le sacrifice grec” (p. 15) 
that had never been systematically explored before. 

After a preface and introduction, the book is organized into 
two interconnected parts and ends with a brief concluding sec-
tion, followed by two appendices, a list of figures and tables, a list 
of abbreviations, a bibliography, and an extensive set of indices.

In the introduction, which is admirably to the point, the 
aims, frameworks, methodology and structure of the study are 
presented. The overall scope is to understand the reasons that 
led the Greeks to select specific animals, according to the di-
vine recipient and the context of the sacrifice, to honour one 
or more deities. For this purpose, various factors are consid-
ered, ranging from the characteristics of the sacrificial animals 
and the divinities’ profiles and mythical histories to more 
concrete aspects such as communities’ finances. The analysis is 
exclusively focused on Greek ritual norms, examining inscrip-
tions from across the ancient Greek world dating from the late 
6th century BC to the end of the 2nd century AD. 

The first part of the book, ‘Les critères de sélection des ani-
maux sacrificiels’, explores the four primary criteria for select-
ing sacrificial animals (species, sex, age and colour). Due to the 
extensive size of the analysed corpus, the data are presented 
in the form of graphs. Each chapter examines the epigraphi-
cally attested terminology for each selection criterion, accom-

panied by useful tables with translations in French and Eng-
lish, and presents the associations between sacrificial animals 
and divine recipients, also considering the chronological and 
geographical frameworks of each sacrifice. Close associations 
between certain types of sacrificial animals and particular dei-
ties, as well as the over- or under-representation of particular 
animals in chronological or geographical contexts, are deter-
mined through statistical analyses (by comparing “effectif théo-
rique” and “effectif reel”, pp. 39–40). 

The investigation begins, in chapter 1, by exploring the oc-
currences of four animal species (bovine, ovine, caprine and 
porcine) and “generic animals” (animals designated by terms 
not specifying their species). Sheep are the most commonly 
sacrificed animals, followed by cattle, which represent more 
costly and prestigious offerings, while goats and pigs are of-
fered in sacrifice less frequently. Certain deities are more close-
ly associated with particular animal species, such as Athena 
and Zeus with cattle and sheep, respectively, and Demeter and 
Kore with pigs. The preference for a particular animal species 
could also vary by region, with bovines prevalent in Athens 
and goats frequently attested at Phyxa and Erchia.

Chapter 2 is focused on the sex of the sacrificial animals. 
Pitz shows that, although not an absolute rule, the choice of a 
male or a female animal is usually determined by the sex of the 
divine recipient. An exception to this pattern is the goddess 
Kore, who regularly receives male animals. 

Chapter 3 examines animal age as a criterion for selection. 
By distinguishing between adult and young animals, the anal-
ysis primarily focuses on the latter, as adult animals are regard-
ed as “standard” offerings. Among the deities, only Dionysos 
and Kourotrophos show a statistically notable association 
with the sacrifice of young animals (however, see discussion 
of chapter 7 below). 

In the short chapter 4 it is observed that indications of the 
colour of the sacrificial animals are rare. This criterion therefore 
appears to be less significant than the others. From the collect-
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ed evidence, no specific association can be identified between 
certain divine recipients and certain animal colours. Interest-
ingly, black animals could be sacrificed to divinities other than 
those designated as “chthonian” (e.g., Zeus Chthonios), thus 
confirming the inadequacy of the traditional scholarly dichot-
omy of white animals—“Olympian” rituals/black animals—
“chthonian” rituals.

Based on the data presented in the first part, the second 
part of the book, ‘Associations “divinités – animaux”: des 
lignes de force?’, delves into the underlying trends in the selec-
tion process of sacrificial animals by analysing three themes, 
each corresponding to one selection criterion previously ex-
plored: species, sex and age. 

In chapter 5, which addresses the question “sacrificing a 
sheep or a goat?”, the focus is on the rationale for selecting one 
species over the other. The choice between sheep and goats is 
examined as a case study since these two species are generally 
equivalent in price. Financial considerations cannot, there-
fore, be invoked to justify the choice of one over the other, 
as would be the case in explaining the selection of a sheep 
rather than a bovine. The investigation looks at the cults of 
Dionysos, Apollo and Zeus, with particular emphasis on the 
calendars of Erchia and Phyxa. The combination of aspects, 
such as breeding practices and the identities of the divine re-
cipients, probably affected the choice between sheep or goats. 
However, the analysis ultimately reveals that, in many cases, 
the available documentation is not sufficient to evaluate all 
the factors influencing the choice or to draw definitive conclu-
sions. Pitz takes this lack of result as an opportunity to make 
two significant methodological remarks. First, the necessity of 
avoiding overinterpretations of fragmentary evidence is em-
phasized. Second, as the configurations at Erchia and Phyxa 
differ, the importance of carefully contextualizing sacrificial 
rituals and avoiding generalizations is highlighted.

In chapter 6, Pitz delves into the sex of sacrificial animals. 
After stating that the reasons for exceptions to the norm of sex 
alignment between animal and divine recipient often escape 
us, she focuses on the rationale behind the sacrifices of preg-
nant females and uncastrated males. The analysis reveals that 
Demeter is not the only divinity receiving pregnant females, 
and that all cults involving these animals are linked to vegetal 
fertility or human fecundity. Such ritual offering establishes 
an analogy between the fertility of the animal and the expec-
tations of the communities in these matters. Regarding uncas-
trated males, which are closely associated with Kore and Po-
seidon, the configurations are more varied. Within the cults 
of Kore, uncastrated males represent the notions of fertility 
and fecundity, similar to pregnant females offered to Demeter. 
The case of Poseidon is different, as he is presumably associ-
ated with uncastrated males as the “male god par excellence”.

Finally, chapter 7 addresses the reasons behind the sacri-
fices of young animals, examining three case studies: piglets 

as preliminary offerings, young animals in the calendar of 
Erchia, and young animals in the cults of Dionysos. In most 
cases, the choice of young animals appears to be driven by the 
type of ritual performed rather than by the identity of the di-
vine recipients. Due to their small size and affordability, young 
animals are particularly suitable for preliminary offerings and 
the holocausts documented at Erchia. As a result, the asso-
ciation between young animals and Kourotrophos, presented 
in chapter 3, is reconsidered, as most young animals for this 
goddess are sacrificed as preliminary offerings. Only Dionysos 
exhibits a close association with young animals, and the au-
thor suggests that such offerings might fit well with the god’s 
profile, as he is often represented as an effeminate young man. 

Pitz’s study stands out for its methodological rigour and 
clarity of presentation. Each chapter includes a concluding sec-
tion in which the main findings are precisely summarized. The 
introduction and the general conclusion engage in a dialogue, 
effectively framing the richness of the investigation. Further-
more, one of the strengths of the book lies in its structure: the 
first part thoroughly surveys sacrificial animals and their associ-
ations with divine recipients, while the second part constitutes 
a comprehensive interpretation, looking into the underlying 
reasons behind the selection of the sacrificial animals.

Navigating between general trends and local particulari-
ties, the author, through the lens of the selection of sacrificial 
animals, accounts for the complexity of sacrificial practices in 
light of the plurality of deities and cults within Greek religion, 
as well as the geographical fragmentation of the Greek world. 
At the same time, she systematically highlights the more con-
crete dimensions surrounding the associations between sac-
rificial animals and divine recipients, ranging from financial 
aspects to animal breeding practices.

There is no doubt that Pitz’s Le Bestiaire sacrificiel will serve 
as a key reference for scholars of ancient Greek society, provid-
ing a comprehensive resource for consulting information on 
sacrificial animals and their divine recipients in Greek ritual 
norms. As the author herself notes in the conclusion (p. 279), 
it is to be hoped that the trends she highlights will lay the 
groundwork for further research on the selection of sacrificial 
animals, an essential theme for achieving a better understand-
ing of Greek sacrifice. For instance, a line of research directly 
prompted by the publication of this book could involve a sim-
ilarly systematic and methodologically rigorous investigation 
into the associations between sacrificial animals and divinities 
in literary sources, with the ultimate aim of comparing literary 
and epigraphic evidence.
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